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Some Letters Concerning the Knights of the 
Golden Circle in Cexas, 1860-186] 


JIMMIE HICKS 


HE 1850'S WERE a decade of sectional conflicts, agitation 

over slavery expansion, and various schemes to find new 

lands for American settlement. Of these schemes, a most 
fantastic and colorful one was the Knights of the Golden 
Circle, founded by a Cincinnati physician, George William Lamb 
Bickley. Although Bickley claimed to have organized the group 
in 1854, it was not until 1859 that active work was begun in the 
South. ‘The generally held view of the organization’s purpose was 
the creation of a huge slavery empire composed of the slave 
holding States of the United States, Mexico, Central America, 
the West Indies, and the northern part of South America. This 
great slave holding empire would either be a part of the United 
States or a separate nation depending on Northern sentiment. 
As sectional feeling increased, however, the organization em- 
phasized more its duty to protect the institution of slavery in 
the Southern States.* 

The leader, George W. L. Bickley, called “General” by his 
followers and admirers, spent most of 1860 in organizing local 
chapters, called castles, in the lower South. In the fall of that 
election year he came to ‘Jexas. He arrived in Galveston on 
October 10 and proceeded to go about the state speaking and 
organizing new castles. There was some talk of an expedition 
to invade Mexico, and while some men did gather in lower 
‘Texas, there was no attempt to cross the Rio Grande. George 
Bickley continued his organizational work until late in 1860 or 


\'Two scholarly articles dealing with this organization are: C. A. Bridges, “The 
Knights of the Golden Circle: A Filibustering Fantasy,” Southwestern Historical 
Quarterly, XLIV, 287-302; and Ollinger Crenshaw, “The Knights of the Golden 
Circle: The Career of George Bickley,” American Historical Review, XLVII, 23-50. 
‘These writers give no evidence in their articles of having seen the letters reprinted 
here. 
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early in 1861 when he left Texas to engage in secessionist propa- 
ganda and military organization in Kentucky and ‘lennessee. 
His nephew, Charles Bickley, and Dr. George Cupples continued 
the work of the organization from its state headquarters in San 
Antonio until it disappeared into the military organizations 
created for the War Between the States.’ 

General Bickley received a cordial welcome in ‘Iexas, especially 
from those men who supported the Breckinridge-Lane ticket. 
The Knights of the Golden Circle quickly added new castles 
and these castles grew rapidly in size. Bickley spoke in Houston 
on the night of October 30, 1860, and he received an enthusiastic 
reception from the citizens of the city and its leading newspaper, 
the Houston Telegraph, then edited by E. H. Cushing. The news- 
paper reported the meeting in most complimentary terms and 
declared that forty young men of the city had joined the order at 
the close of the meeting. General Bickley left Houston on No- 
vember 5 for Marshall by way of Hollandale and Huntsville, 
and it was reported that he would visit all the important towns 
of East "Texas. A week after the first meeting the membership 
in the Houston castle was reported to be some sixty men.* By 
November 27, the Telegraph reported that there were over 190 
members of the K.G.C. in Harris County. It quoted the La 
Grange True Issue as reporting the K.G.C. castle there as having 
some sixty members including some of “‘the most respectable and 
enterprising citizens of that county.’ 

Sentiment for action was rapidly rising in ‘Iexas during the 
weeks following Lincoln’s election, and the gain in the mem- 
bership was largely because of this. Because of the slowness of 
the mails, leaders of the K.G.C. used the newspapers as a means 
of communication. These letters printed in the Houston Weekly 
Telegraph provide information on the activities of the K.G.C. 
in Texas during the last two months of 1860. It may well be that 
the Knights of the Golden Circle played a more important role 
in the secession movement in ‘Texas than has been previously 


believed. 
2Tbid. 


3Houston Weekly Telegraph, November 6, 1860. 
4Tbid., November 27, 1860. 
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George Bickley to Editor of Telegraph’ 


Huntsville, Texas, Nov. 3, 1860. 

Editor Telegraph—Dear Sir:—As it is almost impossible to keep 
up the correspondence of the K.G.C. organization, and as it is 
very desirable to keep the Texas Division fully advised of the 
movements, I beg to report the progress that is being made in this 
State through the columns of your widely circulating journal. I 
will give you, at least weekly, items, and occupy only a short space 
as it is main facts only that are needed. During the past week, Castles 
were established at the following places, and are in charge of the 
following named persons: Austin—Geo. W. Harris, 20 members; 
La Grange—Col. B. Shropshire, 38 members; Brenham—Dr. John 
Lark, 26 members; Chappell Hill—Geo. W. Chappell, 17 members; 
Houston—Capt. W. Edwards, 42 members; Navasota—Jno. L. Lloyd, 
“ members; Huntsville—Thos. Carothers, 48 members. It will be 
observed that these are the members that joined each Castle the 
first night. 

They are all in a working and flourishing condition, and con- 
stitute, in each place, a class of citizens on whom the public can 
rely in any emergency. 

I have delivered public addresses in all these places, and satisfying 
the people, I believe, that the K.G.C. has no connection with any 
political party. During the past ten days, eleven equipped and pro- 
vided companies have been tendered and accepted, subject to duty 
at twenty days’ notice. 

I shall continue the canvass of the State until the results of the 
present election are known, when, if no civil discord arises to de- 
mand our services at home, we shall proceed at once to move the 
Texans to the scene of action, of which due and timely notice will 
be given. All letters of inquiry may be addressed to me at San An- 
tonio, that being the Head Quarters for ‘Texas. 

Very Respectfully, yours, 
GEO. BICKLEY, K.G.C., 
President American Legion 


George Bickley to Editor of the Telegraph® 


Marshall, ‘Iexas, Nov. 12, 1860. 
Ed. Telegraph.—Since writing last to you, I have formed Castles 
or rather reformed some that had been imperfectly organized. One 
at Rusk, in charge of Capt. I. T. Gammage, another at this place, 
in charge of Col. Sam J. Richardson. I go from here to-morrow to 
Jefferson to reorganize the work there, from that point I shall go 


5Ibid., November 6, 1860. 
6Ibid., November 27, 1860. 
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to Shreveport, by which time I hope to know the result of the 
recent election. If I learn that Mr. Lincoln has been elected, no 
movement of the K.G.C. will be attempted until it is determined 
by the Southern States whether they will submit or not. 

My reasons for adopting this course are I hope, founded in pa- 
triotism. If the unfortunate calamity of a civil war should be forced 
upon us, I believe it to be the duty of the members of this organi- 
zation to lend their services to the Governors of their respective 
States, and if no such difficulty arises, we shall not lose a single day 
in completing our arrangements for an early movement. The cas- 
tles now formed and being formed in this State will report to Maj. 
Chas. Bickley, San Antonio, or to Sam Mather, Gabriel Mills, Wil- 
liamson co “Texas, as it is exceedingly pro[bJable that I shall have 
to visit the east for material, and must therefore be absent from 
the State some weeks. 

But I trust, since the election excitement is past, politicians will 
no longer attempt to draw us into their meshes, and that the public 
will come to understand the true character and value of this organi- 
zation to the South, if arguments are necessary, I should be disposed 
to take the objecter to Rusk co, and show him the blackened walls 
and dessolated chimneys of the once flourishing town of Henderson, 
and those who are members of the order appreciate its value as a 
domestic police system, too highly to allow the Work to flag in this 
State. I shall write you weekly and keep the organization through 
the columns of the ‘Telegraph, informed as to the movements and 
work of the order in this and other States. 

Very truly yours, 
GEO. BICKLEY, K.G.C. 


David C. Jones to Editor of the Telegraph’ 


Owensville, Robertson co. 
November 16, 1860. 

Editor ‘lelegraph.—Allow me through your columns to make the 
announcement of my success in establishing castles of the K.G.C. 
under the authority of Gen. Geo. Bickley, as this will prove the 
best plan by which the friends of the order in the State may be 
more immediately informed. 

I, together with D. U. Barziza, of this place, have organized at 
the following places: Booneville, Brazos county, Capt. James Guest, 
18 members; Independence, Washington county, Capt. Thos. B. 
Haynes 19 members; Caldwell, Burleson county, Captain John L. 
Winston, 9 members. At Independence we were assisted by Colonel 
Thomas S. Lubbock, of your city, a very worthy and zealous K.G.C. 
Among our members at Caldwell was the venerable Capt. Bart. 


TIbid. 
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Simms, a name familiar to old Texians. We are about to organize 
at this place, and also at Cameron, in Milam county. Our cause is 
a meritorious one, commending itself to every true son of the South 
in this our national crisis. The K.G.C. organization is composed of 
some of the most respectable and influential men of the South, 
and it is as true to Southern principles as the ‘needle to the pole.’ 
Our town presents a lively and encouraging appearance, every 

one is filled with the spirit of improvement, buildings in every por- 
tion of the town are going up, some ten or twelve being in the 
process of erection, lumber for building purposes stops here almost 
daily, and Owensville promises to become one of the most important 
inland towns in the State. We need now shoemakers, tinners, watch- 
makers, barbers and a newspaper, and Owensville will be brought 
into notice. Our ladies are today making the Lone Star flag, and 
on Saturday it will wave over the Court House. Our town on yester- 
day and to-day was enlivened by squad drills, conducted by our 
fellow townsman, Lieut. E. W. Herndon, and the blue cockade 
with the Lone Star in the centre, glistening upon the caps of the 
mustermen. Saturday is to be a great day with us; the Lone Star 
flag already floats in Sterling, in this county, and the pole raising 
on Saturday will be an occasion worthy of remembrance. 

Truly yours, 

DAVID CG. JONES, Surgeon, 

2d Regt, K.G.C. 


George Bickley to Editor of the Telegraph® 


Marshall, ‘Texas, Nov. 15, 1860. 

E. H. Cushing, Esq.—Sir:—I beg to answer, through your columns, 
a slanderous article published in the New York Herald, of Oct. 12th. 
The said article comes from a Black Republican correspondent lo- 
cated at the town of Brownsville, on the Rio Grande, whose object 
seems to be to build up a prejudice to the K.G.C. I have observed 
these slanders in various Northern papers, but have paid no atten- 
tion to them until now. 

It is true a few misguided men assembled upon the Rio Grande, 
in violation of my special orders, and were necessarily placed in 
embarrassing circumstances, yet we made provision for these men 
that they might not be compelled to return home until we knew 
what the South would do in reference to Mr. Lincoln’s election. 

It is not difficult to see that the Abolitionists of the North are 
determined to throw every obstacle in the way of our success, and 
this, to every true Southern man, ought to constitute a new reason 
for combatting these mis-representations; but, thank God, the K.G.C. 
organization is now in the hands of the people of the South, and 


8Ibid. 
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we hope yet to have the pleasure of hanging each and every lying 
correspondent living in our midst, who dares to malign the only 
movement ever made in the South to prevent the further agitation 
of the slavery question, and I beg the friends of the organization 
to speak openly and fairly in advocacy of the truths we are trying 
to teach. 

In a former letter reporting Castles, I observe you have omitted 
the name of Capt. J. B. Lubbock, of Bastrop, who has in command 
a fine castle, and has proven himself a worthy and trusty Southern 


ae Yours truly, 


GEO. BICKLEY, K.G.C. 
Charles Bickley to Editor of the Telegraph’ 


Head Quarters Am. Legion, K.G.C. 
San Antonio, Nov. 13, 1860. 
Editor ‘Telegraph—Dear Sir:—In the list of “Iexas Castles, K.G.C. 
published in your paper of the 6th, I find that no mention is made 
of Bastrop and San Antonio. I beg, therefore, to add that the castle 
at the former place, in charge of Capt. John B. Lubbock, has now 
over twenty members, while the Castle in San Antonio, in charge of 
Maj. S. Sampson, is rapidly increasing in membership, with good 
and true men, each one of whom I believe ready to battle for the 
Constittuional right of the South under the Lone Star, or the forked 
standard of the American Legion, as the case may be. 
Yours, &c., 
CHAS. BICKLEY, Aid-de-Camp. 


Charles Bickley to Editor of the Telegraph” 


To Correspondents: 
Head Quarters, American Legion, 
K.G.C. 
Nie.4 San Antonio, Texas, Nov. 29th 1860. 


Capt. J. B. Lubbock, Bastrop.—The information asked for in your’s 
of the gth, will be transmitted to you by letter. 

Major D. C. Jones, Owensville——Your’s of the 13th just to hand. 
Out of Degree works. Have ordered them for you. 

Ned P. Clifford, Navasota——See another answer to Major Jones, 
above. Will write you soon. Keep the ball rolling. 

General Bickley, Marshall.—Letters have been forwarded to you 
at Marshall. The delay must be with the mail. 

Geo. W. Harris, Austin.—Have read the article to which you re- 


9Tbid. 
10[bid., December 11, 1860. 
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fer. You are right when you assert that ‘the most violent opposition 1s 
from those who know nothing whatever, about the order.’ 

T. S. Cook, Esq., La Grange-—Have forwarded your communica- 
tion to the President of the Legion. You are doing us good service 
with your pen. The South may rely on the K.G.C. in any emergency. 

Samuel Mather, Gabriel Mills—Please write to Headquarters at 
your earliest convenience. 

Col. Jno. J. Cook, Montgomery, Ala.—General Bickley was at 
Marshall, Texas, on the 10th. In case of a demand for troops on the 
part of the South, the services of the K.G.C. will be tendered. 

Report to Headquarters——Capt. James Guest, of Boonville; Capt. 
T. B. Haynes, of Independence; Capt. Jno. Winston, of Caldwell, 
and other Commandants of K.G.C. Castles, who have not reported 
to Headquarters will please do so immediately. 


By order. CHAS. BICKLEY, 
Aid-de-Camp. 


Charles Bickley to Editor of the Telegraph 


Headquarters American Legion 
K.G.C. 
San Antonio, Jexas, Dec. 47, 1860. 

E. H. Cushing, Esq.,—Dear Sir:—I am constantly in receipt of 
letters from members of the K.G.C. organization asking for Degree 
Works to supply new Castles. 

To meet the demand I have had a new lot printed in this city, 
and will hereafter be prepared to furnish them at $5 per set, in- 
cluding Works for ist and end Degree Cards. 

Castles have recently been established at Helena, (Capt. John 


Littleton,) and at Seguin. = CHARLES BICKLEY, K.G.C. 
Maj. Ky. Regt. and Aid-de-Camp. 


Charles Bickley to Editor of the Telegraph” 


Columbus, ‘Texas, Dec. 25th, ‘60. 
Editor Telegraph:—I beg to report the following castles, K.G.C., 
as having been organized since my last communication. Seguin, J. 
Wright; Gonzales, A. D. Harris; Columbus, Prof H. A. Tatum; Eagle 
Lake, I. J. Frazar; Alleyton, Jno. K. Hanks. I have addressed the 
citizens at the above named places, and I think, satisfied them that 
the K.G.C. is a truly Southern institution, looking to the general good 
of our section of the late United States. I shall return immediately 
to San Antonio where all letters should be directed in order to 
receive a prompt reply. Very truly yours &e, 
CHARLES BICKLEY, K.G.C. 
Maj. Ky. Regt. and Aid de Camp. 
11[bid., December 18, 1860. 
12[bid., January 1, 1861. 


